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FORT MYERS, FL - 
A group of demonstrators showed up at Senator Lizbeth Benacquisto's office in downtown Fort Myers Thursday. 
They demanded she support the purchase of sugar land south of Lake Okeechobee. 

The time to buy the land is running out. 

Last November, Florida voters approved Amendment One -- which designated billions of dollars towards 
conservation efforts over the next 20 years. Part of those efforts include buying the sugar land to protect Southwest 
Florida waterways from harmful discharges. 

Despite the voters passing the amendment, leaders continue to say "no." 

For months, the state had said "no" to buying the land south of Lake Okeechobee to store harmful water discharged 
and keep them from reaching our shores. 

But for the next 30 days, during the state's legislative session, local environmentalists will fight harder than they ever 
have to get them to finally say "yes." 

It's been half a year of listening to state leaders tell them "no." 

"We are very frustrated. We absolutely expect our state leadership to do more," said Jennifer Hecker with the 
Conservancy of Southwest Florida. 

But environmentalists across Southwest Florida are not backing down. 

"I think it's going to take a lot to really have the legislature hear the public," said Hecker. 

On Thursday, a handful of protestors took the steps of Senator Lizbeth Benacquisto's office to demand she support 
the $500 million purchase of U.S. Sugar land. 

"Lizbeth Benacquisto is a key ally working with Senator Joe Negron. Do the right thing and protect our water supply," 
said former Lee County Commissioner Ray Judah. 

We remember what happened to our waterways in 2013. Discharge from Lake Okeechobee turned our shorelines 
brown. 

"We can't swim and fish in these waters safely anymore, and that's unacceptable. We need to be doing more," said 
Hecker. 

Last November, voters did do more when they approved Amendment One. Voters said use the money to buy over 
40,000 acres to store the overflow so the harmful discharges wouldn't happen again. 

"Until we do that, we are going to continue to experience these harmful algae blooms and see polluted water and 
oyster die off...all the bad things with polluted water," said Hecker. 

"This shows Lake Okeechobee is the toilet and the releases on both sides killing us," said environmentalist Dave 
Urich. 

Despite the drawings and demonstrations, the South Florida Water Management District denied the land purchase. 
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The reason? There are current water storage projects already underway. 

"We have a two-year-old great granddaughter. The way they are planning, she won't be able to swim in the 
Caloosahatchee River or Fort Myers Beach," said Urich. 

At Thursday's rally, environmentalist Dave Urich suggested just buying part of the land -- 26,000 acres. 

"The least we could get away with and do what we have to do. It has to be land that we buy today and use today," 
said Urich. 

The state's contract to buy the sugar land expires in October. 

The legislative session starts in a week. 

There is another Everglades rally planned for this weekend in Fort Myers.  It will be at the Lee County Alliance of the 
Arts from 11 a.m. to 12 p.m. on Saturday.   

There will be several rallies throughout the next 30 days. 

 


